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CONVERSION FROM MANPOWER TO WOMAN- 
POWER IN INDUSTRY 


CHARLOTTE CARR 
Assistant to Deputy Chairman, War Manpower Commission 


Manpower to Womanpower in Industry”. It hap- 
pens that in the last war I was a personnel manager in 
a factory. In those days we called it large; it might look small 
in the proportions of today. I have therefore had practical 
experience in the conversion from manpower to womanpower. 

In the last three weeks, I have been visiting factories in this 
country, and I have seen a great deal of the conversion from 
manpower to womanpower. It is my impression that the prob- 
lems involved in this conversion will be very much simplified, 
if we think of the conversion in terms of the transfer of people 
who have worked, who have always worked, and who will 
always work, from one type of service and one type of skill to 
another type of service and another type of skill. 

The vast majority of the women who are now taking part 
in this conversion in industry are women who have long been 
employed, but who are now being asked to assume a new skill. 
If we keep our vision clear, if we realize that their lack of skill 
in what they are now doing does not mean that they are an 
ineffective, inexperienced group with no skill, but rather that 
they are a group of people, incidentally women, with a flexi- 
bility, an imagination and a patriotism which will enable them 
to acquire new skills, we shall have a better picture of what 
this problem of conversion from manpower to womanpower 
actually is. 

The women attracted to the armed services have been, we 
have assumed, a mobile group who could go anywhere, who, 
upon arriving there, would have the protection, the living con- 
ditions, the standards and the direction that have always been 
characteristic of the armed forces of the United States. 

In the mobilization of women for industry, the situation is 
not identical, because we unquestionably have not now, although 
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we may have later, the housing facilities or the living con- 
ditions in many of what we call the tight industrial areas which 
would permit the sending of a high proportion of women into 
these areas to be employed; and, if they were to go, we would 
have to recognize the responsibilities that went along with 
them in terms of their home obligations, unless we were simply 
selecting those women who were not married or had no chil- 
dren or who had no home responsibilities. I am sure the 
people who have been recruiting women for the armed services 
have been aware of what a rare exception is the woman who 
does not have these home responsibilities. 

The mobilization of women in industry, where it has been 
most satisfactory, has not been on a national scale, but has 
been on an area scale, that is, within the area of one city, or 
even, in the larger cities, within a district of one city. Unless 
and until we have special housing facilities around these in- 
dustries for the newly recruited workers, we must employ 
workers in some relation to the transportation facilities avail- 
able for them. 

One great handicap in our program of this transfer from 
manpower to womanpower has been the disappointment that 
many women have experienced. From numerous national ap- 
peals, they have sensed that they were very much needed, and 
yet in many instances where they are without the special skills 
immediately demanded (although they will be needed, and 
although they should now begin the training for those needs), 
they have not yet been needed in the localities in which they 
live, nor have the living facilities been available for them in 
the localities in which the demand exists. 

What is the employer’s responsibility when it comes to this 
transfer from men to women workers? I think that I cannot 
overemphasize the fact that the resistance of the employers to 
the bringing in of women (and we sense that resistance) is 
not a resistance because they are women. They have always 
had women working with them in certain parts of their fac- 
tories. The resistance of the foreman to transferring an opera- 
tion from a man to a woman, with a few exceptions, is not a 
resistance to women as such. It is a resistance to added diffi- 
culties in the way of keeping up quality production, which 
follow in the wake of a staff of untrained workers; and the 
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same reaction would apply if these were new men without the 
necessary skills coming in to do these jobs. 

As the women assume these jobs, they are not as likely to 
have the full knowledge of what they can best do that the 
average man would have, who has had some familiarity with 
such operations. He has had jobs of a similar type, and he 
knows whether it is a heavy job, a lifting job, a stretching job, 
or a standing job. 

Obviously, the employer has a very real responsibility in 
this conversion from manpower to womanpower to make the 
type of job analysis that will enable him really to understand 
what are the skills and what are the physical requirements of 
the new operation. Here a woman will not be of as much 
assistance to him as the average man in saying, “ That is not 
a fit job for me” or “ This is a fit job for me”, because she 
has not had opportunity to be around, to know what is involved 
in the new job. 

The very best thing the employer can do in Hieeaiie con- 
version to womanpower is to take stock of the women he already 
has, and he will be surprised to find how many of them are 
qualified. His first job, wherever this is feasible, and I assure 
you it is often more feasible than the employer recognizes, is 
to upgrade these women, already familiar with the processes 
in the plant, to some position of supervision, where they will 
have opportunity for special training. Then have these women 
help in the selection and the training of the new women. 

Of course it is nonsense (and any of you know it, if you 
have worked or have been employers) to say that women are 
not just as interested as men are in having a good boss. They 
do not care whether their bosses are male or female, if they 
are good; and a good boss is a fair boss who knows his job 
and who wants to help you learn your job. 

It would be most unfair to this new labor market, if a very 
real training period were not given to the women who take the 
positions of supervision. If that training is not given to them, 
they, as women, will be condemned as poor supervisors simply 
because they have not had the same opportunity to get adequate 
training. 

We have talked a lot of nonsense about clothes for women 
in industry. I have visited many factories, but I have not seen 
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many uniforms. I have seen women adequately, sensibly 
dressed for the jobs they were doing. I have not seen the 
Veronica Lake hair-do on anybody; neither have I seen fancy 
hats, but I have seen an adequate covering of heads. 

It is true— and we congratulate the men that this is so—that 
men are unwilling to expose women to hazards about which 
they are often indifferent where men are concerned. It is true 
that with the conversion from manpower to womanpower, the 
employer is watching with a little greater care the safety 
hazards of the industry. He is usually conscious of the advisa- 
bility of having chairs. He is conscious of the need for rest 
rooms and health services. But the best employer has always 
been conscious of these things for all workers. These things 
should come as women are employed in the factory, but they 
should have been in the factory even before, because they are 
part of the essential setup for maximum quality production 
whether the worker be a man or a woman. 

Now, when we suddenly find that sweaters are not desirable 
for women in factories, it is not a matter of the svelte effect, 
but because sweaters have never been safe in factories. We 
have always advocated that men not wear sweaters in factories. 
The little threads catch, and before you know it the whole 
garment may be pulled into the machinery. 

In factory after factory I have had people tell me: “ These 
are machines we always knew we ought to guard, and now we 
are guarding them.” In factory after factory they have said 
to us: “ Our men used to smoke. It was against the law, but 
they did. Now the women are here and they are smoking, too, 
and we have two smoking rooms.” They should have had 
them before. 

My emphasis is just this: this is a war and women have a 
colossal] stake in this war and they are not going to ask to be 
pampered. They want to take their part. In the complexity 
of the varying industries and the varying standards of work- 
ing conditions, wages, and so forth, even within the same in- 
dustry or within the same industry in the same town, if it is 
feasible to have a compulsory selection of workers for industry, 
obviously women want to be in on that; but that question is 
still not fully clarified. Many of us would like to see the living 


[223] 


This content downloaded from 178.250.250.21 on Tue, 19 Jan 2016 06:53:39 UTC 
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions 


12 MOBILIZATION OF MANPOWER [Vor. XX 


conditions set up first and the compulsory transfer of workers 
come second. 

Every woman at this time truly needs outside help, a kind 
of vocational guidance, if you will, though the term would 
scare many of them away, to find out how she can best use her 
resources. That is the purpose of the United States Employ- 
ment Service. Every woman should have an opportunity now 
to talk with someone who knows all the needs in the community 
where women can be of service. I think that women will be 
making a great mistake, if they do not try first to use the skills 
and training they have, before they go into other things just 
because they seem a little more dramatic or more immediately 
urgent. What we want to do is that which can serve best. 
Those women in any community who have been the articulate 
women through their club groups or through any other organ- 
ized channel — and of course I include the organizations of 
workers and women workers — have a great contribution to 
make in helping in each community area to have that com- 
munity see the relationship between the services in that. com- 
munity and the production in the factory. That applies to 
transportation, it applies to the availability of laundry service, 
it applies to the availability of beauty parlors, it applies to the 
availability of recreation centers, it applies obviously to the 
availability of child care service. 

This is a very complicated and a very challenging problem 
that we face. If we can think of it not in terms of male and 
female but in terms of the fact that all of us must now do the 
best we can and a little more, too, then we shall, I think, make 
a great contribution to the orderly and quick conversion from 
manpower to womanpower. 


REMARKS BY THE CHAIRMAN 


CHAIRMAN CLARK: Our second speaker is Commander Mildred 
H. McAfee, Commandant of the Women’s Reserve Division of the 
United States Naval Reserve, who is now on leave of absence from 
the presidency of Wellesley College. I have the honor to present 
Commander McAfee. 
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